Metabolic interactions in microbial communities: untangling the Gordian knot.
Metabolic exchanges are ubiquitous in microbial communities. However, detecting metabolite cross-feedings is difficult due to their intrinsically dynamic nature and the complexity of communities. Thus, while exhaustive description of metabolic networks operating in natural systems is a task for the future, the battle of today is divided between detailed characterizations of small, reduced complexity microbial consortia, and focusing on particular metabolic aspects of natural ecosystems. Detecting metabolic interactions requires methodological blend able to capture species identity, dependencies and the nature of exchanged metabolites. Multiple combinations of diverse techniques, from metagenomics to imaging mass spectrometry, offer solutions to this challenge, each combination being tailored to the community at hand.